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1662-1780, THE GOLDEN CENTURY 


In the previous chapter we have seen the Congregation coming out of forty years of 
life in the desert (1539-79), and entering the Promised Land giving itself well defined Rules 
and Regulations. 

The first part of the 1600’s saw the actualization of these rules and regulations under 
the wise and powerful leadership of excellent Superiors General. 

Finally, as the General Curia in 1662 was transferred from Milan to Rome, the Order 
took its place in the life of the Universal Church. This, if it was not the beginning, did 
register a tremendous growth in the relationship between the Holy Sea and our Order, based 
on service and availability. This attitude of a solid attachment to the Church was tested at 
various times during the 16th century, to reach its peak during the Napoleonic persecution 
with the martyrdom of Cardinal Fontana. 

Already at the end of the 1600’s the Barnabites had the opportunity to express their 
attachment to the See of Peter. In 1682 the principles of the heresy “Gallicanism” invaded 
France. It was a complex amalgamation of theological and political theories more or less 
associated with the peculiar situation of the Church in France. At root, it held for the 
autonomy of the French Church against the authority of the Roman Pontiff. The roots of 
Gallicanism are generally traced to the period of the Western Schism when, in 1398, the king 
of France announced his “rediscovery” of certain allegedly ancient rights and privileges to be 
accorded the French Church. After the resolution of the Schism, however, Gallicanism 
survived but waxed and waned with the times, and received a notable boost with the work of 
Pithou in 1594. In 1683, however, matters reached a peak with the publication of a manifesto 
by the Association of French Clergy asserting extensive Gallican prerogatives. In 1690, Pope 
Alexander VIII condemned the declaration, and the movement went into a general decline, 
abetted by changing social conditions and internal bickering among the Gallicans themselves, 
who by this time were also infected with Jansenism (no free choice, temptations irresistible, 
Christ did not die for all, only very worthy people could receive communion...). The final 
repudiation of Gallicanism came in the declaration of papal supremacy by the First Vatican 
Council. 

Fr. General Maderni wrote to all the Barnabites that “it is the opinion of all of us (the 
General Curia) that no one of our confreres should support in any way nor teach the 
(Gallican) propositions regarding the Pope, and rather they should leave the classes and go 
away, instead of in any way support those propositions already condemned by General 
Councils and by so many Supreme Pontiffs, since we have to obey God, our conscience, and 
the Supreme Pontiff, rather than the bishops,” who wanted to support those propositions. 

On his part the Superior of the Barnabite community in Paris wrote: “We have to 
adhere to the Supreme Pontiff even with danger for our life, supporting nothing which is 
against his authority and infallibility, and we as much as possible will support our Fathers to 
withstand with firmness.” 

The problem for our Communities in France was that four Gallican propositions 
became a compulsory teaching for all schools in France, putting our Fathers right on collision 
course, since they wanted to keep their faithfulness to Rome intact. They were lucky because 
no inspection was ever made. 
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Scientific and Literary activity 


We recall here how the apostolic activity of the Barnabites had found its expression in 
three fields: cultural activities, spiritual direction, and missions. This program keeps 
unfolding during the golden century. 

The scientific-literary activity through our schools, colleges, and Universities 
becomes so vast to deserve a chapter on its own. What justified and promoted such a vast 
and productive involvement in the cultural field, which caused generations of Barnabites to 
be admired and followed in all of Europe, was an unshakable commitment to scientific 
formation in our curriculum of studies. 

An important document is a letter by Father General Giampietro Besozzi, of August 
12, 1765. After talking of the profession of the vows, he deals with the curriculum of studies 
for our young people “the whole future of the Congregation depends on their good 
education.” Then he continues: 


“Arts and sciences are so interconnected among themselves that no one can excel in 
only one of them without having some knowledge of many of the others. Now, so 
that it will not happen that Religion will be lacking men who are truly qualified for 
any kind of apostolate although difficult and burdensome, we must cultivate all 
disciplines and not only the ecclesiastical ones, which we profess, but also those 
purely human and natural, which, although called profane, go well together with 
piety; and there is no doubt about since true piety is not and has never been a friend of 
any kind of ignorance, as shown by the Fathers of the Church, shining lights of 
holiness, who were always the most scholarly and knowledgeable men of their 
century. Therefore, my desire is for the young people to be ardent and generous in 
their study; and, as much as I can, I exhort them not to be satisfied with the ordinary 
lectures, of which they have to give a daily account, but to embrace also other 
subjects in various fields, as suggested to them, and to study hard to learn the 
elements and the principles of each discipline, or at least of the most serious and 
difficult. They should not take any exception in their studies, once they finish the 
course in philosophy and theology, because for sure they will find themselves 
deceived, since the various occupations of every day will take time away from them. 
Besides, the difficulty of learning new things increases with the passing of the years, 
proportionate to the decrease of the vivacity of the youthful imagination; and so 
experience shows that usually mature men possess only the knowledge acquired 
during their youth.” 


After some indications of various fields of study, Fr. Besozzi comes to talk about 
eloquence: 


“This is almost an universal art, necessary for whatever profession, because to know 
little is advantageous, if one does not have the opportunity to communicate to other 
his beliefs. Then, in the ministry of the Divine Word, which is our most important 
task, the greatest contribution man can make to its efficacy is eloquence. This is why 
we strongly recommend it, and to this purpose we shall follow the tradition of our 
early Fathers: our students of philosophy and theology should often practice writing 
and reciting...” 
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Preaching and Spiritual Direction 


The Constitutions, and Rules for various offices which followed, had said that the 
administration of the Sacrament of forgiveness was the “most important task of our Institute.” 
Now the same is affirmed about preaching: “Our most important task.” 

We already have had the opportunity to see how the Barnabites were in demand as 
spiritual directors, formators of souls aspiring to the perfection of virtues. It will not be by 
chance that the sunset of the 1700’s will be enlightened by the splendor of the life of St. 
Francis Xavier Bianchi, Apostle of Naples. 

Statistics show the tremendous amount of churches where zealous Barnabite 
Religious were administering the Sacraments and preaching the Word of God. 

Among the preachers worth mentioning is Fr. Gavanti who was on demand in many 
Italian cities for his much applauded Lenten sermons; Fr. Manara, Superior General and then 
a Bishop, who, besides been on demand in the major Italian churches for his solid and 
inspiring teaching, was even requested by the Imperial Court in Vienna to preach for Advent 
and Lent. They were followed by a long list of illustrious preachers: Fathers Denti, Raggi, 
Bossi, Recrosio, Viarizzi, Beria, and finally Quadrupani the “most famous orator of whole 
Italy.” In 1795 he published his “Light and Peace - Instruction for devout souls to discipline 
their doubts and allay their faith,” which has been translated in many languages still today. 


An international Congregation 


The expansion of the Order outside Italy came rather late and slow, with some 
hesitations. It is enough to remember the episode of 1570 when everybody, including Pope 
Pius V, St. Charles Borromeo, and many influential friends were encouraging our Fathers to 
establish themselves in Portugal, and they refused. Was it too much prudence after the sad 
experience of the expulsion from the Venetian territories? 

Fifty years later it will be St. Francis De Sales to them into Savoy and France. Slowly 
they spread in Europe so that two Provinces had to be created: in 1701 the French Province, 
and in 1749 the German Province, plus in 1725 a Frenchman, Fr. Capitain, and in 1761 a 
German, Fr. Manzador, became Superiors General of the Order. 

Unfortunately the suppressions swept away the Barnabites from all the houses outside 
Italy. The rebirth of the Congregation in Italy was slow and painful, but finally it was able to 
look, with renewed enthusiasm, to the expansion in other lands. 


The maximum of expansion 


The “golden century” registered also the maximum number of houses and of members 
ever for the Congregation. The maximum (788) of professed members (Priests, Brothers, and 
students) was reached in 1724 and 1731, while the one of the houses (72) was reached in 
1748. 

This expansion was started at the end of the 1600’s, and Father General Fante 
attributed it to the transfer of the General Curia from Milan to Rome. To prove it he wrote 
and published (1677) the “Verace relatione,” to convince those who could not digest such a 
move. And they were not few, or with little influence if they were able to obtain from Pope 
Innocent XI the privilege to alternate the celebration of the General Chapters between Rome 
and Milan, starting in 1677. 

The “Verace relatione” says that in 1659 the Order had about 500 members with many 
communities made up of only 3 or 4 members, so that “The Generals did not know where to 
turn to find workers to staff churches, pulpits, classrooms.” “At present,” Fr. Fante continues, 
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“the Religious Congregation has grown to about 800 members, and so all the communities 
have enough subjects and of good qualities to the satisfaction of Bishops, Generals, and of 
the people of the city where they are.” 

It lists five formation houses (St. Alexander and St. Barnabas in Milan, Pavia, Montu, 
Macerata) before 1662, with a total of 40 students, while in 1677 the 120 seminarians where 
in 14 formation houses (Genoa, Vercelli, Asti, Vienna, Bologna, Pisa, Rome, Perugia, and 
San Severino, besides the 5 mentioned above): “Thanks be to God, in all these places the 
young men who are educated, are religious and scholars.” 


Interesting events 
a) Theologate in Rome 


The 1662 Chapter decided to open a theologate in Rome, asking every Province to 
sent at least two students. It be implemented in 1667. 


b) 1666 


Fr. Cuttica, Superior General, and Fr. Tusconi, Procurator General, die at a short 
distance from each other in August and in September, 1666. It was winter time and only 15 
months before the regular General Chapter, what to do? Voices were circulating that a certain 
Father was plotting in Rome with Cardinals and other influential people, to be nominated 
Superior General by Pontifical Breve. Fr. Gallicio warned the Pope about these voices, and 
indeed he asked the Pope to nominate by Pontifical Breve the Superior General for those 15 
months, but to be selected among better qualified persons! The Pope appointed a 
commission, and the names of the four Assistants were presented: Gallicio, Falconio, 
Marchelli, and Maderni. The Pope nominated Fr. Marchelli, with Fr. Fanti as Procurator 
General. 


c) The Corio family and the controversy over the transfer of the Curia to Rome 


The Corio family had given two brothers to the Congregation, but they would not 
accept the decision to have the General Curia in Rome, as they wanted it back in Milan. They 
even made pressure with Kings, Queens, etc., trying to get Lombard people elected at the 
1674 General Chapter. According the new ruling only 6 capitulars were from Milan, and they 
had not reached an agreement on a name as possible Superior General. At the Chapter, the 
presiding Cardinal Santa Croce insisted on the freedom of each capitular for the election, and 
indeed Fr. Fanti was elected at the first ballot. This caused a violent and vengeful reaction in 
Lombardy. As a punishment for not electing a Lombard, the political authorities forbid Fr. 
Rastelli and Fr. Ferrari to return to Milan, while sequestering all properties of the 
Congregation in the Ducky. In vain influential people tried to explain to them the essential, 
unalienable freedom of the capitulars... Finally only Fr. Ferrari was allowed to return, while 
Fr. Rastelli had to wait until 1677. Having seized all properties, the communities had no 
revenues, unless Fr. Fanti would reside in Milan! Naturally Father Fanti refused, and 
therefore he was not able to make even the canonical visitation. Meantime the Milanese 
Cardinal Odelscalchi became Pope Innocent XI, and the Corio’s faction was hoping he would 
back their request! Fr. Fanti was able to talk to the Senate to enlighten them on the situation. 
Senator Danese Casati prepared a special report, which is very interesting for us because 
gives a detailed account of the state of the Congregation: “It is said the Congregation since it 
moved the Curia to Rome has declined in observance and reputation. To be convinced of the 
enormous lie is enough to compare its status before and now. Now, then, the Congregation in 
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1659 was reduced to more or less 500 members, so that the house had no more than three or 
four subjects, and the Generals did not know where to put their hands to find workers for the 
churches, the pulpits, the schools they had to support. At present, the Congregation has grown 
to about 800 subjects, and all houses are well staffed in number and quality with full 
satisfaction of the Bishops, Generals, and the people of the city where they are. At this time, 
all the students of the Congregation, about 35-40, are distributed in Italy in five houses of 
studies: St. Alexander, St. Barnabas, Pavia, Montu, and Macerata. At the moment the 
students in Italy are 120... The house of St. Charles in Rome, which had 24-25 subjects, at 
present has 45, and among them a school of theologians selected from the four Provinces... 
These well known truths prove as false that the residence of the generals in Rome has 
deteriorated the Congregation, which instead has gained from it reputation and honor of every 
kind.” 

To resolve peacefully the controversy a compromise was reached through the 
intervention of Cardinal Castaldi: 

1) the General Chapters will be alternated between Rome and Milan 

2) when the Chapter was held in Rome the new membership rule will be followed, 

while in Milan, the old rule will be implemented; 

3) the next Chapter will be held in Rome but with the old membership rule: all 

Superiors with representatives. 

The Pope approved this compromise on February 11, 1677, although, in 1680, 
Innocent XI will complain that 78 capitulars in Milan were too many, and again the three 
years term too short! 

That year Fr. Fanti was reelected Superior General to the dismay of the Corio’s 
faction, which presented a protest to Rome, declaring the election illegitimate! The 
Congregation of Religious, having examined the situation, declared the proceedings perfectly 
legitimate. Finally this brought to a close the controversy! But meantime the Congregation 
was in tremendous financial straits because of the sequestration of goods in Lombardy, 
therefore in 1677 the Fathers had to decide not to accept novices, at least in Italy, for lack of 
funds! 


d) Controversy with Bishop Caramuel of Vigevano 


Bishop Caramuel of Vigevano for sure did not enjoy a great reputation if even St. 
Alphonsus dei Liguori defined him as “a prince of laxities”! Opinion well shared by the 
Barnabites of the St. Charles community in that city, who allowed their students to publish a 
satyr depicting the Bishop... This prompted the bishop to order the expulsion of Fr. Morino 
and Fr. Cuchino from the diocese. The Superior Provincial delayed the decision as he was 
carrying on an investigation in the matter. The bishop then took things in his own hands with 
a summary process: Fr. Cuchino in jail; dismissal of the Superior; election of Fr. Cuneo, by 
now advanced in age and partially senile. The provincial Superior intervened moving Fr. 
Cuneo to Milan and the Bishop answered forbidding him to enter the diocese of Vigevano, a 
very evident abuse of power. This prompted the intervention by the Congregation of 
Religious, but the Bishop did not pay any attention to it, causing the intervention of the Pope 
himself. Bishop Bartholomew Menatti of Lodi received the task to make a full 
investigation... The Bishop kept going his own way instigating the city to take the school 
away from the Barnabites. This time Rome intervened with a strong hand in favor of the 
Barnabites and ordering a trial of Bishop Caramuel. The Fathers asked only for the Bishop to 
use his authority over the Barnabite community as prescribed by the Holy See, holding no 
resentment against him. Finally peace was achieved in November 1681. The Bishop died the 
year after. 
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e) Vienna and the Ottomans 


In 1683 the Ottomans had come very close to Vienna in their expansion efforts. To 
safeguard the future of the Congregation, Fr. Maderni, Superior General, decided to move the 
novices and professed students to Milan. He had to reprimand two Fathers who ran away 
from the city, while he gave high praises for the others who stayed to give their help and 
support to the people. 

Outstanding is the situation in Mistelbach, where our Father Niklauz was able to keep 
the people together and so organize a defense plan, which eventually will prevent the 
Ottomans from attacking the city. 


J) 1725 - First non-Italian Superior General 


At the General Chapter of 1725, the block of Barnabites coming from Piedmont and 
France were in favor of electing as Superior General Fr. Charles Augusto Capitain. They 
were backed by the French Cardinal of Polignac, while the rest of the Congregation, backed 
by the Spanish Cardinal Cianfuegos, was not in favor, simply because he was a Frenchman! 
To provide an atmosphere of freedom for the election process, Pope Benedict XIII appointed 
Cardinal Marefoschi as president of the Chapter. Indeed, Fr. Capitain was elected, causing a 
violent reaction by Cardinal Cianfuegos. In retaliation he banned the three representatives 
from the Lombard Province to return to Milan. One of them, Fr. Reseghino, was the new 
Provincial Superior, and it will take him two years of negotiations before he could return to 
St. Barnabas. 

During his term as Superior General, Fr. Capitain had to face an interesting 
controversy! From the very beginning of the Congregation, it was the general custom to wear 
the beard. With the baroque mentality it became a source of vanity in the way it was cured, 
therefore many started to oppose the custom, and indeed it became a source of controversy. 
There was a call for uniformity one way or the other, but they could not reach an agreement, 
therefore an appeal was presented to the Pope. Benedict XIII’s Breve decided against the 
beard! 


g) State of the Congregation at the beginning of the 1700s 


At the opening of the 18" century, the Congregation of the Barnabites did not limit 
itself anymore to the activities of the sacred ministry, but was involved also in the teaching 
apostolate, indeed most of the foundations at this time will be schools. Because of the 
pressure of church authorities and private people, they had also accepted the direction of 
seminaries, with the proviso that the religious community would keep its absolute 
independence. Less appreciated were the proposal of foundations with parochial 
responsibilities, because not in harmony with the spirit and the letter of the Constitutions. 
Even for the schools, they would require a church so that the community would fulfill its 
choir responsibility, and in general to keep a ‘religious’ atmosphere. 

The preaching apostolate was a top priority among the Barnabites, often invited by 
Cardinals, Prelates, and Princes as theologians and confessors. Usually the Superior General 
did not refuse these requests, but was making sure that the religious would spend too much of 
his time far away from his confreres. 

In 1700 the Barnabites were 780, distributed in four Provinces: the Roman with 11 
houses, the Lombard with 15 houses, the Piedmontese with 19 houses, the Tuscan with 12 
houses. The Piedmontese was the largest since included all the houses in Savoy and France, 
which were quite distant from each other. This caused the General Chapter of 1701 to 
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approve a fifth Province: France, with Fr. Charles Augustus Capitain as its first Provincial 
Superior. 

There had been many requests from various Universities for teaching posts, so the 
same Chapter of 1701 decided to leave it to the Superior General to give permission to 
individuals. Actually there are no specific documents, but the flourishing of cases proves the 
permissions. 

As always, a religious Order faces the daily drama of an essential adhesion to life, its 
needs, indeed also its style ... and at the same time with a reasonable detachment from all this, 
for the kingdom of heaven. 

So it is no wonder that during the baroque age the Barnabites were children of their 
time, while trying, under the watchful care of the Superiors general and the general Chapters, 
to reject what was purely mundane. Among abuses and privileges, like the use of honorific 
titles, we mention the administration of the family properties and goods. 

Fr. Roero, Superior General, wrote to the Superior of the Lombard Province: “The 
abuse of these secular agencies introduced in the administration of the Lombard Province, is 
not tolerable... Not only I do not want it to spread, but indeed I wish I could eradicate any 
permission already given... I am more interested in justice... than all the heredities of the 
world... The most beautiful heredity is to attend to the good government of what God has 
given us, and to serve well our churches... Good reputation is more important than money... 
My belief is that if we do our duty and leading a life as religious and of edification, with the 
heart we are going to conquer the benevolence of all.” 

Our former confreres must have felt the stress of these events more than us, linked as 
they were to the bourgeois and aristocratic circles, and to a privileged category. 

We say this to understand the meaning not only purely negative, but providential and 
positive that the upcoming persecutions and suppressions had for the Church and the Order. 

The end of "golden century," irradiated by the holiness of St. Francis M. Bianchi and 
the Venerable Francesco Castelli, is marked by an initial injury to the living organism of the 
Congregation: on July 27, 1781 Joseph I declared the province of Lombardy detached from 
the rest of the Order. As a good reformer aware of the ecclesiastical legislation, he established 
at the same time: 

1) the end of dependence from Superiors existing outside Lombardy; 

2) this formed a congregation in itself with its own jurisdiction; 

3) no one was going to Rome for the General Chapter; 

4) the provincial chapter had full power to appoint the superiors, both provincial and 

local; 

5) all foreign religious who did not sign up to the edict were expelled. 

Again the Order had to face a time of anguish and distress. 


